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"What Began as a Cause Has Become a
Profession:" Reflections on the Role of Loyola's
Civitas ChildLaw Center in the Development of
Children's Law as a Legal Specialty
By Diane Geraghty*

I. Introduction
In an article tracing the evolution of the practice of
children's law, Marvin Ventrell, former executive
director of the National Association of Counsel for
Children, ended by observing that "[w]hat began as a
cause has become a profession.... I In support of his
conclusion, Ventrell cited several examples,
including the fact that "one law school has developed
a three-year children's law curriculum and offers an
LLM in child welfare law." 2 His reference was to
Loyola University Chicago's Civitas ChildLaw
Center, which was established in 1993 with an
express goal of promoting children's law as an area
of legal specialization. This special issue of the
Children's Legal Rights Journal marks the Civitas
ChildLaw Center's 1 5 th anniversary and includes
articles on a range of child-related topics authored by
Loyola law students. The goal of this introduction is
to provide an overview of one law school's efforts to
train students for careers in children's advocacy, to
discuss potential areas for expanding the reach of
children's law, and to identify short- and long-term
obstacles to the goal of improving the quality of
justice for children.

II. Loyola Civitas ChildLaw
Center
Loyola was not the first law school to offer students
an opportunity to study the theory and practice of
children's law. That effort began in earnest in the
1970's when several law schools developed clinical
programs to train law students to represent young
clients, principally in juvenile justice or child
protection proceedings. 3 By 1979, over ninety law
schools provided some type of experiential learning
opportunity for students in the area of juvenile law.4
In 1993, the American Bar Association called on
every law school to offer substantive and clinical
opportunities for students to learn about children's
issues. 5 That same year, with support from Loyola
law school alumnus Jeffrey Jacobs, Loyola became
the first law school to offer a three-year sequenced

course of study designed to equip students to practice
children's law. 6 Today the Civitas ChildLaw Center
is the most comprehensive law school child advocacy
program in the nation and serves as one model for
preparing law students to represent children in their
legal careers.

1. The Curriculum
The question of what students need to know to
become highly qualified practitioners of children's
law involves a two- part inquiry: what skills and
values are fundamental to the general practice of law,
and what additional curricular support is needed for
students who seek specialized knowledge in the
field? The 1992 MacCrate Report provided early
guidance on the first question, with its emphasis on
learning opportunities designed to bridge the7
traditional gap between legal education and practice.
As to the second, Loyola has divided its child law
curriculum into three categories: substantive
knowledge, practical skills, and professional values. 8
Substantively, the curriculum comports with the9
ABA's admonition to define children's law broadly.
In addition to separate courses in child welfare and
juvenile justice, the core curriculum includes classes
in domestic violence, adoption, disability law, special
education, child and family mediation, and
international children's law. Related electives include
mental health, law and poverty, family law,
and
jurisprudence,
therapeutic
immigration,
bioethics. The methodologies used in these classes
size, available
vary depending on course goals, class
0
materials, and faculty preference.'
A particular challenge faced by law schools is
how to introduce first-year students to the area of
children's law given the fact that schools traditionally
have had a required first year curriculum. Loyola's
answer to the problem has been to offer a specialized
section of legal writing for interested students.
Although the pedagogical goals of the section are to
develop students' research, writing and analytical
skills, class assignments are built around legal issues
involving children and families. Most adjunct faculty
who teach in the specialized section have experience
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in the study or practice of children's law. Recently,
Loyola joined a growing number of law schools that
have restructured their first year curriculum to give
students greater flexibility in shaping their legal
education. Students now have an elective option in
the second semester of their first year. This curricular
change has permitted interested students to begin the
formal study of children's law earlier in their legal
education. Students also view this introductory
exposure to the subject matter to be a benefit when
seeking summer internship or work opportunities in
the field. 1
As others have observed, the practice of
children's law is inherently interdisciplinary.' 2 To be
an effective advocate for children, an attorney should
have a working knowledge of such areas as child and
adolescent development, good social work practice,
family systems theory, behavioral health issues, and
cultural norms. 13 Loyola's program introduces
students to interdisciplinary learning in several ways,
including in formal classroom work, in a weekly
children's law speakers series and in special
programs sponsored over the course of the semester.
The most intentional of these efforts is a one-week
intensive course, the Children's Summer Institute.
The course pairs Loyola law students with graduate
students from other divisions of the university,
including psychology, social work, education, and
early childhood development. Faculty members and
guest presenters are drawn from a similar crosssection of disciplines. By examining a current topic
in children's law through an interdisciplinary lens,
students are better able to understand and appreciate
the work and ethical boundaries of other
professionals who interact with children and
families. 14 Students may also increase their
interdisciplinary understanding of children's law by
enrolling for up to nine hours of credit in other
divisions of the university. They may also receive a
dual degree in law and social work. The Center's
interdisciplinary capacity was recently enhanced by
the establishment of a university-wide Center on the
Human Rights of Children. A core component of the
new Center's mission is to create a community of
who
work
university
across
the
scholars
collaboratively to identify and seek solutions for
15
problems faced by children in the U.S. and abroad.
The Center also engages faculty and students in a
range of learning opportunities such as immersion
trips and workshops designed to give participants
critical insights into children's behavior and
"intelligent empathy" for their abilities and
6
circumstances.'
In addition to substantive learning opportunities,
Loyola offers a range of skills-based courses in the
area of children's law. One such course is a

specialized section of trial practice. During the
intersession between the fall and spring semesters,
interested upper-division students may enroll in an
eight-day intensive course designed to introduce
them to the basics of effective courtroom advocacy.
Over the course of the week, students conduct a
mock trial in a juvenile delinquency case in which
local high school students serve as witnesses and in a
criminal case in which a parent is accused of child
abuse and neglect. 17 The class is taught by over a
dozen guest faculty members in addition to Loyola's
own faculty. Under this model of instruction, not
only do students receive constructive feedback from
experienced practitioners in the field of children's
law, but they also make valuable professional
contacts that they can call upon when seeking advice
about experiential learning or career opportunities.

2. ChildLaw Clinic
Clinical legal education has played a pivotal role in
the development of children's law over the last four
decades.' 8 Many of the leading figures in the field
have at some point in their careers actively engaged
in the supervision of students representing actual
clients. The close link between clinical education and
children's advocacy is in part motivated by a vision
of the law and legal education as powerful vehicles
for protecting and empowering society's most
marginalized and vulnerable citizens. It also reflects
an understanding that child clients have unique needs
and present special representational challenges. A
clinical learning environment allows students to
explore these differences in a closely supervised and
supportive setting where they are encouraged to think
critically about their role as children's legal
representatives. Students enrolled in Loyola's Civitas
ChildLaw Center, in partnership with highly
experienced clinical faculty, represent child clients in
a range of cases, including child welfare, juvenile
justice and domestic relations matters. In the course
of their representation, they have an opportunity to
develop essential lawyering skills, including
investigation, interviewing, counseling, case planning
and management, professional collaboration, as well
as written and oral advocacy. The classroom
component of the course places special emphasis on
the professional values that govern the representation
of children, including exposure to still-debated
questions about the ethical responsibilities of lawyers
who practice in the area of children's law.' 9 This
discussion has special relevance in Illinois where
attorneys may, in some circumstances, be appointed
to serve simultaneously as a child's lawyer and
Clinic students are also
guardian ad litem.
encouraged to reflect on the fact that the majority of
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their clients are poor children of color and to examine
the role of the law and legal institutions in responding
to racial and ethnic disproportionality in our childserving systems.
Several years ago, with the support of Loyola
alumna Linda Salisbury, the ChildLaw Clinic
developed a two-year post graduate fellowship to
enable its recipient to prepare for a career in clinical
teaching. The Salisbury Fellow carries his or her own
caseload, supervises Clinic students, and participates
in the design and delivery of the Clinic's classroom
component. Over the course of two years Salisbury
Fellows develop their supervisory and assessment
skills through a process of observation, participation
and collegial mentorship.

3. ChildLaw Policy Institute
The ChildLaw Policy Institute serves as the locus for
the Civitas ChildLaw Center's policy and law reform
initiatives. Under the auspices of the Institute, Loyola
students may receive specialized training in
legislative and policy formulation, analysis and
implementation. Students enrolled in the ChildLaw
Legislation course, for example, study the process by
which child-related laws are enacted and gain
legislative and policy-making skills through
participation in a series of actual or simulated
exercises. These exercises include critiquing existing
or pending legislation, drafting proposed bills, and
developing fact sheets designed to educate legislators
and the public on the potential costs and benefits of
proposed legislation. In addition to formal
coursework, the ChildLaw Policy Institute engages
faculty, students and the larger community in a series
of initiatives aimed at addressing special problems
faced by children. A primary example is the
leadership role that the Policy Institute has played in
efforts to eliminate childhood lead poisoning in
Illinois. Institute faculty chair and staff the Illinois
Lead Safe Housing Task Force, a diverse group of
public and private individuals and organizations
21
committed to preventing childhood lead poisoning.
Loyola students play an active role in implementing
prevention strategies, including efforts at policy
advocacy, public awareness, and community
engagement.
Civitas ChildLaw faculty and students are also
actively involved in efforts to improve the overall
quality of justice for children and to reform the often
dysfunctional systems in which so many children and
families are enmeshed. The ChildLaw Center, for
example, has received a major multi-year grant from
the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation
to serve as the lead entity in Illinois for its Models for
Change initiative aimed at reform of the juvenile

justice system. 22 To support the ChildLaw Policy
Institute's objectives, the University has created a
post-graduate fellowship similar to the Salisbury
Fellowship but focused on giving the recipient
supervised experience in legislation and policy
development.

4. ChildLaw and Education Institute
Recent research suggests that America's educational
system is contributing to a growing gap between rich
and poor families. 23 Recognizing the critical role that
education plays in shaping children's experiences and
future, and at the urging of students interested in the
field of education law, Loyola recently established
the ChildLaw and Education Institute. The Institute
seeks to harness the educational, research and service
capabilities of a large, Jesuit urban institution of
higher learning in order to address the full range of
educational needs of children. Loyola students have
access to a wide range of courses offered in the Law
School and School of Education. The Institute
recently added a clinical component in which
students work with leading practitioners to reduce
barriers to educational opportunities for children,
including homeless children and those with special
needs. As part of its broader educational advocacy
agenda, in 2008 Loyola sponsored the first national
interdisciplinary conference on the law and policy of
universal preschool. The Institute also works with
Loyola University's
Center for Comparative
Education to conduct and disseminate research on
global education issues.

5. Children's Legal Rights Journal
The Children's Legal Rights Journal (CLRJ) is a
quarterly publication co-edited by Loyola law
students and the ABA Center on Children and the
Law. The Journal is written for an interdisciplinary
audience, including lawyers, social workers,
physicians, educators, mental health and law
enforcement professionals. It also serves as the
membership publication for the National Association
of Counsel for Children. As is the case with all
student-edited journals, participation on the CLRJ
gives upper division students an opportunity to
further develop their legal research, writing,
analytical skills and introduces them to the legal
editing process. Editorial board members also gain
valuable experience in the areas of training,
leadership and office management. In a specialty
journal such as the CLRJ, students receive the added
benefit of deepening their interdisciplinary doctrinal
knowledge and working with influential authors who
play an important role in shaping child-focused
theory and practice.
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6. ChildLaw Fellowship
A core objective of the Loyola's children's law
program is to identify and support students who are
committed to advancing children's well-being in their
professional careers. To further this goal, each year
seven to ten first year students are selected as
ChildLaw Fellows. Fellows are awarded $15,000 in
tuition and internship support over three years. They
are chosen from a national pool of applicants and are
selected on the basis of academic ability, leadership
potential and a commitment to using their specialized
training to serve the unmet legal needs of children.
Fellows are required to take certain courses in the
children's law curriculum, complete two experiential
learning opportunities, and participate in program
activities. As part of their fellowship requirement
they must complete a ten week "hands-on" internship
during the summer after their first year of law school.
The summer internship requirement allows students
to integrate doctrinal learning into actual practice and
affords them a perspective that cannot easily be
duplicated in the classroom. Fellows return for their
second year with a deeper understanding of the needs
of children and a greater appreciation for the role
attorneys play in advocating for their interests. The
internship also gives Fellows an opportunity to
establish contacts with an expanded national and
international circle of child advocates and to observe
the legal, child welfare, juvenile justice and family
law systems in other jurisdictions. In several cases,
these internships have led to permanent employment
with the sponsoring agency after a student's
graduation. In exchange for the support they receive
as law students, Fellows agree to work in some area
of children's law for at least two years after
graduation. To date well over one hundred Fellows
have graduated from the program. They are engaged
in a wide range of child-related work, including
direct representation of children and families, policy
development, and organizational leadership. Several
former Fellows now teach children's law at Loyola
and other law schools.

7. Visiting Scholars Program
Approximately every two years, the Civitas
ChildLaw Center invites an educational leader in the
field of children's law to campus for two days to
provide an informal evaluation of the program, make
suggestions for improvements, meet with current
students, and deliver a public lecture on a topic of
importance to the theory or practice of children's law.
Faculty members have found the Visiting Scholars
program to be an invaluable resource. The
opportunity to spend time in a relaxed setting
discussing matters of common interest with

experienced and respected colleagues helps in
thinking through challenging substantive and
organizational issues and in planning for new
initiatives.

III. Going Forward
Milestone anniversaries invite reflection on past
accomplishments and future goals. The ChildLaw
Center used the occasion of its 1 5 th anniversary to
engage in a strategic planning process for the next
five years. After considering factors such as student
interest, organizational capacity, the evolving
landscape of children's law, and rapidly occurring
changes in legal education and the profession, the
Center identified three areas in which to broaden its
existing work. The first area is international
children's law. Loyola students already have access
to a variety of international and comparative child
and family law learning opportunities. The School of
Law, for example, regularly offers a seminar in
international children's human rights during the
academic year and as part of its summer abroad
curriculum. Students may also participate in a spring
comparative law seminar that includes a required
field work research component in a particular country
of study. Although not required to do so, many
students in the seminar have chosen to write and
publish on child-related topics such as corporal
punishment, juvenile justice, and female infanticide.
An article on corporal punishment in Thailand, for
example, is included in this volume. Recently,
Loyola faculty and students have partnered with
UNICEF offices in Asia and Africa to conduct
research on national and regional child protection and
juvenile justice systems. Our goal in giving students
expanded learning opportunities in the field of
international children's human rights law is to expose
them to issues faced by children globally, but also to
allow them to assess the comparative strengths and
weaknesses of the US child protection system. In
particular, we want our students to explore the issue
of child participation and how it can become
embedded in our approach to children's advocacy.
Child participation is a core principle of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child.24 The concept
is broader than the more familiar question of whether
children should be given an opportunity to voice their
opinions in judicial proceedings. 25 It assumes that
children are key stakeholders in all decisions that
affect their lives and that their experiences and
insights are essential to good decision-making in
areas such as policy development and research.26
Over the next five years, the ChildLaw Center
also plans to implement an initiative around the
intersection of law, children's health, and the
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environment. As the ChildLaw Policy Institute's
work on childhood lead poisoning has demonstrated,
lawyers can play an effective role in efforts to combat
health issues that affect children, especially those that
are preventable, such as childhood obesity, asthma,
and environmental toxins, including second-hand
smoke. 27 Although these illnesses disproportionately
affect poor children, the fact that these health risks
also affect a large cross-section of the population
makes it more likely that prevention and reduction
efforts will receive wide-spread public and legislative
support. Loyola is in a strong position to undertake
such a program given its nationally-ranked program
in health law and its location in Chicago,
headquarters of most major health care associations,
including the American Academy of Pediatrics.
Another programmatic goal for the ChildLaw
Center is to fill substantive and skill gaps in our
existing curriculum. For example, although many law
graduates will assume positions requiring advanced
leadership and management skills over the course of
their careers, law schools traditionally have not
focused their curriculum around preparing students
for these roles. 28 Law school graduates who head
public interest organizations express regret that their
legal education failed to provide them with formal
management training. 29 The addition of a leadership
course and complementary experiential learning
opportunities to Loyola's curriculum will be useful
for all law students, but will have special significance
for child law students given the Center's aspiration
for these students to become leaders in the field. Now
in the planning stages, the leadership development
course will address subjects such as organizational
behavior, team building, ethics, marketing, crisis
management, media relations, data-driven decisionmaking, and long-range planning.

IV Challenges
By one estimate there are now up to 50,000 attorneys
involved in some aspect of children's law. 30 This
number is remarkable given the fact that in the
1980's "youth law" was not even a recognized area
of legal practice. 31 Despite the healthy growth of
children's law as a legal specialty, there continue to
be short- and long-term challenges to the goal of
promoting justice for children through effective legal
training and advocacy. One frequently-mentioned
obstacle is the high debt burden carried by today's
law graduates.3 2 By some estimates, the average
cumulative debt among law students who borrow
money had topped $100,000 by 2006. Concerned
about high debt loads and their impact on law school
graduate career choices, the American Bar
34
Associat'ipn commissioned a study on the subject.

The commission concluded that many public interest
employers report that they have trouble attracting and
retaining highly qualified graduates because of
educational debt. 35 More recent studies have
questioned whether the high cost of law school
tuition and students' increasing debt burden has, in
fact, negatively impacted the number of law
graduates who seek public interest positions upon
graduation. 36 These studies, however, were
conducted before the current global financial crisis in
which state and local governments have imposed
hiring freezes, foundations have seen their
endowments shrink, and law firms are engaged in
unprecedented layoffs.3 7

A closely-related issue is the traditionally low
salaries for attorneys working in the public sector,
including those in children's law. 38 A recent survey
put the national median entry-level salary for public
interest lawyers at $44,000. 39 Child advocates have
long worried about the negative impact that low
salaries may have on the goal of developing longterm career opportunities for children's lawyers.4 °

Recently, Congress stepped into the debate about
how best to support students who want public interest
careers but who are deterred from considering this
option for financial reasons. The College Cost
Reduction and Access Act (CCRAA) is designed to
ease the impact of educational debt and low salaries
for recent graduates who work on behalf of the public
interest.41 The law, which goes into effect on July 1,
2009, caps monthly repayment rates for federal
student loans and creates a federal loan forgiveness
program for attorneys who work full-time in the
42
public interest. CCRAA has been called "the most
significant breakthrough in public interest law in a
generation." 43

A second concern for the future of children's law
is the lack of diversity among those entering the field.
Two groups in particular are underrepresented among
children's law practitioners - lawyers of color and
men. Some have attributed the low level of racial and
ethnic diversity among public interest attorneys to the
problem of low salaries, high student loans, and a
lack of training and mentoring. 44 There has been less
discussion of why women disproportionately choose
careers in children's law. Is it a question of
economics, a consequence of historic gender
discrimination in the legal profession, dissatisfaction
with more established areas of practice, or a special
empathy for the problems of children and families?
At least one group, participants in a 2006 Family
Law Education Reform Project forum, expressed the
view that the lack of gender diversity among family
law practitioners "is unhealthy for both lawyers and
clients, as was obvious in the days when the legal
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profession was a male bastion.' 45 The issue of
diversity and its impact on the goal of creating longterm careers in child and family advocacy is one that
deserves future study and discussion among
researchers, legal academics and child advocates.
There are other hurdles to developing and
sustaining children's law as a viable and fulfilling
area of legal practice. An ever-present concern, for
example, is the need to secure and maintain financial
and institutional support for the task of preparing law
students for careers in child advocacy. Those of us
who teach in law schools that have made a long-term
commitment to this mission are fortunate. Programs
that depend on grants or other "soft money" sources
are more vulnerable, especially during times of
economic crisis. 4 6 There is also the related risk that
children's law (or any other area of specialization)
will become the "issue du jour," easily replaced by
new areas of study that will attract students and
impact law school ratings. The fact that the infamous
(but arguably influential) US New and World Report
law school rankings do not include children's law as
one of its ranked areas of specialization contributes to
this risk.47

V. Conclusion
Despite the remaining challenges, there is little doubt
that children's law has now moved into the
mainstream of legal practice. Given the predicted
demographic shifts in the legal profession over the
next decade, now is an opportune time to think about
how best to recruit experienced lawyers to the field
while simultaneously preparing to educate the next
generation of child advocates. It is estimated that the
number of "baby boom" lawyers over the age of 50
will triple in the next twenty years. 48 Some have
suggested that this group will remain in active
practice longer than previous generations of
lawyers. 49 The idea that this phenomenon will limit
opportunities for newer lawyers entering the field has
been referred to as "the gray ceiling." 50 Children's
law educators and practitioners should consider ways
to recruit and train this pool of talented and
experienced attorneys who may be looking for a new
and rewarding chapter in their professional careers.
At the same time, law schools should make every
effort to expand opportunities to expose law students
to children's law, not only because the subject matter
explores cutting-edge legal issues and has in
increasingly global reach, but because now, more
than ever, children need trained legal professionals to
protect their interests in an increasingly complex,
challenging, and sometimes dangerous world.
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